It has become particularly clear in recent years that federal law can have profound influence on the daily practice of medicine, including otolaryngology-head and neck surgery. Consequently, otolaryngologists and other physicians have become more active in supporting legislators and legislation that advance efficient, high-quality medical care and patient safety. As we recognize the importance of advocacy in order to have an effective impact on future legislation, it is useful for otolaryngologists to understand the processes involved in establishing laws in the United States Congress.
Each year, approximately 6,000 bills are introduced in Congress, although only about 500 (8%) are passed and become law,' In Congress, a bill gets started by being written by a member of Congress, usually with the assistance of congressional staff. At any time during the congressional session, the written bill is placed in a box on the rostrum in the Senate or the Speaker's desk in the House. The box is known colloquially as the hopper. A bill number is assigned, beginning with "S" for a Senate bill and "HR" for a bill in the House. Once a number has been assigned, the bill is referred to the appropriate committee or committees. There are 19 standing committees in the House and 16 in the Senate. At this point, the influence and expertise of the sponsor (the bill's primary author) are of particular importance. A sponsor who cares about the bill generally makes efforts to enlist cosponsors from both parties, and to communicate with members of the relevant committees. Such efforts are critical, since most bills are tabled in committee. Hence, they are never addressed and "die" in committee.
Considerable political effort is required even to have the bill debated in committee rather than ignored. In the House, the Speaker may set a time limit after which a committee is required to report back on a given bill, but this prerogative is not exercised for most bills. The entire House can also rescue a bill from committee and have it debated on the House floor through the filing of a "discharge petition:' To be successful, a discharge petition requires a majority vote of 218 members of the House.
If a sponsor is successful in getting a bill heard before the relevant committee, the bill often will be referred to subcommittees for more intensive analysis. The subcommittee may make changes in the bill. When the subcommittee is satisfied with the wording, a vote is held. If the bill is passed in subcommittee, it is referred back to the full committee. If it does not pass in subcommittee or committee, it is likely to go no further and die. If it is passed in committee, the House or Senate has the opportunity to debate the bill and vote on it.
The process for debate and voting is different in the House than in the Senate. In the House, the House Rules Committee determines when a bill will be considered by the full House of Representatives, how long the debate will last, and how many amendments may be considered. Importantly, in the House, debate and amendments must be relevant to the topic at hand. Hence, some action usually occurs.
The process differs in the Senate. The decision on if/when a law will be considered rests with the Senate Majority Leader. Perhaps most importantly, Senate debate does not have to be relevant (germane) . Hence, open-ended debates may result in filibuster, which can prevent a bill from ever coming to a vote. Ending a filibuster requires a vote for cloture, and 60 votes are needed. In addition, the quantity and subjects of amendments are unlimited in the Senate. 
